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1. What theoretical and/or disciplinary perspectives might facilitate moving the 
field forward in studies of media and online literacies? That is, where do we 
need to be headed in terms of research on this topic? Why? 
The term literacy remains highly contested and debates continue about how 
literacy might best be researched and to what ends. For some, literacy is simply a 
matter of acquiring the technical competence which enables people to read and 
write. Literacy research conducted from this point of view does not usually 
concern itself with the new media but rather focuses on how people learn to code 
and decode print text. For others, however, literacy is more complex and involves 
learning a repertoire of practices for communicating and getting things done in 
particular social and cultural contexts. Literacy research conducted from this socio-
cultural point of view accepts that the new media are central to the field because in 
everyday cultural practice people are using the new media to make meaning, to 
express themselves and to communicate and work with others. Socio-cultural 
approaches to literacy research have already provided rich material which has 
assisted educators to understand literacy practices in everyday use (e.g. Barton & 
Hamilton, 1998; Barton, Hamilton and Ivanic, 2000) including children’s 
appropriation of the media in school-based writing (Dyson, 1997). However, the 
changing semiotic and cultural practices associated with new media and online 
participation have less frequently been the object of study.  
In places like the US, Australia, Canada, the UK and Europe, statistical studies 
(e.g. Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001; Center for Media Education, 2000) and 
ethnographic studies undertaken in sociology, geography and cultural studies (e.g. 
Buckingham, 2000; Holloway & Valentine, 2000; Livingstone & Bovill, 2001; 
Sefton-Green, 1998; Skelton & Valentine, 1998; Valentine, Holloway & Bingham, 
2000) have shown that computers and the new media are increasingly central to the 
lives of today’s children and youth. Young people, more than most age groups, are 
taking opportunities to videoconference and make telephone calls over the web and 
to participate in text-based or graphics-based live chats with others across the 
globe. They are using the new media to participate in computer game culture, 
popular music culture and forms of fan culture associated with sports, film and 
television. Such research shows that global popular media culture, including online 
culture, has become integrally bound up with children’s and teenagers’ affiliations, 
identities and pleasures. Their participation in global media culture shapes the way 
they communicate and the kinds of social identities they take on. It informs how 
they present themselves to others and their understandings about the social groups 
and communities to which they might conceivably belong. This kind of social 
participation is integrally bound up with the ways in which symbolic meanings are 
made, negotiated and contested and is therefore of central concern to literacy 
research. 
However, literacy educators and researchers have, by and large, judged such 
research about participation in the new media and online cultures to be of little 
relevance. This is surprising on at least two counts. Firstly, as Kevin Leander (this 
issue) points out, within the field there has been a good deal of attention paid to 
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out-of-school literacies (see review in Hull & Schultz, 2001). Secondly, as people 
participate in the complex repertoire of evolving social practices associated with 
new media, they simultaneously engage with practices that are readily 
recogniseable as literate practice and which have traditionally been the focus of 
literacy research. They read and produce text. They manipulate language and they 
communicate with others.  
However, there may also be significant differences between print literacy and new 
media and online literacies. In today’s changing landscape of communication, 
visual and verbal modes of communication are blurring and meaning-making is 
becoming increasingly ‘multimodal’ (Kress, 1997, 2000b; Kress & van Leeuwen, 
1996). Not only do users of new media manipulate language, they also make 
meaning from other semiotic modes such as image and music. Not only do they 
produce texts familiar from print literacy, they also produce professional quality 
video, music and multimedia presentations which are unlike the texts that most 
literacy educators and researchers have previously worked with. Not only do young 
people use the new media to communicate in many ways, they also operate within 
the ‘communicational webs’ of global media culture and digital technologies which 
are constituted by new media and new modes of communication (Kress, 2000a). 
Within these communicational webs, different media such as television, film, PC, 
the mobile telephone and personal digital assistant (pda) are economically, 
semiotically and functionally interconnected with different modes of 
communication such as writing, talk, and still and moving image. Moreover, many 
young people move rapidly and apparently seamlessly between multiple media and 
modes of communication as they participate in global media culture. This changing 
constellation of semiotic and spatial practices associated with new media and 
online literacies constitutes a very different ‘object’ of research than has 
traditionally been addressed by literacy researchers.  
2. Is there a need for specialized methods and/or tools in collecting and 
analyzing data in studies of media and online literacies? Why or why not? 
Literacy research undertaken from a socio-cultural perspective has produced at 
least two models which in my view hold promise for productive future research 
into the changing and multiple literacies associated with new information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) and new media. The four resources model 
developed by Peter Freebody and Allan Luke (Freebody & Luke, 1990; Luke & 
Freebody, 1999) and the ‘3D model’ developed by Bill Green (Green, 1988; 
Durrant & Green, 2000; Lankshear & Snyder, 2000) both take into account the 
technicalities of learning how to encode and decode to make meaning as well as 
the more complex literate practices required to participate actively and successfully 
in diverse social and cultural contexts. Each model attends to the issues of reader, 
text and context as discussed by Margaret Mackey (this issue) and provides a 
potential starting point for the development of a comprehensive literacy research 
agenda in relation to new media and online literacies. To date these models have 
mostly been applied to school-based studies of literacy (e.g. Lankshear & Snyder, 
2000).  
Freebody and Luke argue that literacy is made up of four resources or families of 
practices that enable people to: 
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1. break the code of texts 
2. participate in the meanings of text 
3. use texts functionally 
4. critically analyse and transform texts (Luke & Freebody, 1999).  
 
Effective literacy practice involves being able to draw from these resources to 
develop a complex repertoire of capabilities - which includes coding and de-
coding, but also functional and critical competencies - and putting them to work 
where appropriate in specific situations.  
 
Bill Green’s 3D model considers literacy to be an ensemble of social practices that 
involves three dimensions – operational, cultural and critical - which overlap, 
intersect and are interdependent. This model was influenced by Green's (1988) 
research into the relationships between literacy and subject or content-area learning 
and was subsequently developed in response to the increasing ‘technologisation’ of 
literacy (Bigum & Green, 1993). Green uses the shorthand device of emphasizing 
the IT in the word l(IT)eracy to symbolize the bringing together theoretically of 
literacy and IT within his model. The operational dimension of l(IT)eracy learning 
includes how to make the computer work from the basics of turning on to 
searching databases or operating a CD ROM. The cultural dimension includes 
understanding that we use texts and technologies in particular contexts to make 
meaning and to do things in the world. The critical dimension of l(IT)eracy 
learning includes being able to assess and critique software and other resources, 
and to appropriate or re-design them for particular purposes. This model 
emphasises that literacy learning is done as people participate in the social and 
cultural practices of making meaning for real purposes, and that textual and 
communicative work is always done in actual communities and institutions and has 
real effects. 
Although any one study might foreground one or more aspects of the model at any 
one time, the entire ‘repertoire of capabilities’ discussed in the four resources 
model and all three dimensions of the 3D model would need to be systematically 
explored in literacy research designed to address the new media and online 
literacies. We need studies of the textual features and dynamics of the new media 
genres engaged with by children and young people, as well as studies of how and 
why they engage with, control, construct and critique these new texts and genres in 
specific contexts. The complexity of the contemporary symbol and media-saturated 
environment, and children’s simultaneous cognitive and affective engagements 
with online and offline worlds, mean that we cannot afford to have a narrow 
literacy research agenda for the future. 
Theoretical work based on studies of contemporary texts in the changing 
communicational landscape could provide working concepts for researching the 
code-breaking or operational resources that people bring to bear on the reading, 
understanding and production of new kinds of multimodal and online texts. 
Potentially useful theoretical resources include theories of hypertext (see Snyder, 
1996) and Kress’s (1997, 2000b) conception of the six ‘design elements’ of the 
meaning-making process: the audio, visual, linguistic, spatial and gestural 
elements, and the multimodal patterns of meaning that relate the first five modes of 
meaning to each other. However, such theoretical resources offer little assistance 
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about how to systematically collect and analyse data about the way people create 
and negotiate multimodal textual forms in everyday situations.  
 
Investigations of the cultural dimensions of meaning making associated with new 
media environments necessarily need to take place in a variety of contexts. We 
need ongoing analyses of ‘techno-textuality’ (Collins, 1995) which investigate the 
cultural mediation of ‘information’ about the new media and new literacies (Nixon, 
1999). We also need studies of the new symbolic and knowledge economies being 
shaped by economic and cultural globalisation, and studies of the differential 
effects of the new media on people in different nations, regions and communities 
(c.f. Hawisher & Selfe, 2000). At the same time, we need studies of how people 
use the media for specific social purposes inside and outside schooling and in the 
intermediary spaces and places between them (Vered, 2001). This includes studies 
of situated everyday practice such as Smith’s (2002) exploration of the relationship 
between technology, play and literacy in a very young child’s engagement with 
CD-ROM storybooks, Tobin’s (1998) exploration of a 15-year-old boy’s 
engagement with the internet chat and web authoring, and larger-scale studies of 
computer use by children and families (e.g. Facer & Furlong, 2001; Facer et al., 
2001). We also need longitudinal studies and rich school-based case studies that go 
beyond the ‘snap-shot’ approach reported in Lankshear (1997) and Lankshear and 
Snyder (2000). However there remain significant cost barriers to this kind of 
research as well as considerable uncertainty about what constitutes appropriate and 
useful data and how it might best be collected and analysed. This is due in no small 
part to the newness and constant change of ICTs as well as the relatively slow 
uptake of the new media within schooling other than in specialist areas such as 
computer-aided drawing and design. Although media education has a history of 
practical work, literacy education has been much slower to move from its focus on 
reading and writing to a focus on production and making (Sefton-Green, 1995), 
and has been reluctant even to accept the importance of drawing and hybrid verbal-
visual semiotic practices for children beyond the early years of schooling (Millard 
& Marsh, 2001).  
 
Literacy research which focuses on the critical dimension or transformative and re-
design elements of new media and online literacies needs to be undertaken in a 
similarly diverse range of contexts. Outside schooling this might include studies of 
how young people exercise agency in various forms of digital fandom and new 
media and internet activism (Kenway & Bullen, 2001; Klein, 2000). As yet there 
have been very few studies of critical and transformative new media literacy 
practices within school-based education. Exceptions include Hammett (2000) and 
Myers, Hammett and McKillop (2000) which explore students’ use of digital 
production to produce multiple and alternative readings of canonical and popular 
literary texts, and Beach and Myers (2001) which explores possibilities for 
students’ use of new media “to critique ideas about lived, represented and virtual 
worlds through authoring the sequence and juxtaposition of images, text and 
audio” (p. 180). More theoretical and socially situated research is required to 
explore further the possibilities and limitations of ‘agency’ in relation to new 
media and online literacies. 
3.  Conceptions of literacy – including what it means to ‘be literate’ in relation to 
computers and new media - are socially constructed and subject to change 
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(Goodson & Mangan, 1996). Although successive advances in material 
technologies extend the boundaries of what was previously possible in relation to 
representation, meaning-making and communication, some literacy practices from 
the past also remain in use and hybrid forms emerge (Bruce, 1997).  
Research which explores the traditional cornerstones of literacy and language arts 
– reading, writing, listening and speaking – is still relevant in the age of new 
media. However, the new modes of representation and communication made 
possible by the new media introduce new dynamics for ‘readers’ and ‘writers’ 
(Goodwyn, 2000), changing conceptions of text and textuality, and new emphases 
on oral language (Kress, 2000a), all of which pose challenges for researchers and 
educators alike.  
4. As Margaret Mackey (this issue) argues, situated research into the new media 
and online literacies needs to include “thick description of interpretive acts – and 
thick analysis and theorising”. However, traditional methodologies and protocols 
for literacy research may not be adequate for the task. Leander (this issue) 
discusses the potential for literacy studies of theories of spatiality being explored 
within cultural geography. Theories of aesthetics and spectatorship developed 
within art theory and film study also suggest possibilities for studying the kinds of 
interactivity and pleasures associated with the new media genres of digital visual 
culture which focus on surface play and spectacle (Darley, 2000). Nonetheless, the 
socially situated study of computer gaming and other online practices also poses 
significant practical challenges because participation is often conducted in 
domestic or dedicated spaces, in real time, and may leave few traces. Similarly it 
raises complex ethical issues because such participation is often integrally bound 
up with presentations of self. Such research also poses challenges for literacy 
researchers because, even though participation in game play may reconfigure and 
extend literacy and communicative practices (Beavis, in press), it also appears to 
rely more on immediacy, immersion and corporeal sensation than on interpretation 
and intellectual engagement (Darley, 2000). 
Even in school-based literacy research we face significant methodological and 
practical challenges, and there has as yet been little published about research 
techniques that might assist us. We remain uncertain about how we can 
systematically observe the new practices associated with computer use. We are often 
unsure about what we are seeing and how we can best describe it or analyse it using 
our existing skills. How might we best collect quality audio and video data of 
situated computer use in noisy and dynamic classrooms? Would is be useful to 
develop ‘read-aloud’ protocols that might assist us to understand children’s 
navigational and meaning-making processes while they use the computer? How 
might we construct useful data sets based on textual traces and ‘drafts’ of media 
production work when teachers – and often researchers – have limited operational 
knowledge of the technologies involved? What forms of analysis should be applied 
to multimodal texts produced by children and by commercial producers? Do these 
techniques hold for new textual forms such as computer games which, although 
multimodal, also manifest a ‘poetics’ of surface play and sensation (Darley, 2000) 
with which we are largely unfamiliar? As literacy researchers our focus on 
signifying practice may be misplaced in relation to some popular contemporary 
genres and expressions of digital culture. Computer games and music video, for 
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example, may be more concerned with aesthetically formal play that involves 
repetition, recombination, juxtaposition and display than they are with representation 
and meaning-making (Darley, 2000). Even hypertext, encountered everywhere 
online, constructs scenarios of juxtaposition which require reading by association 
(Thurstun, 2000) and across and between surfaces and media rather than the 
processes of character identification, narrative engagement and other forms of 
signification familiar from most fictional and many expository print texts. 
 
It seems clear that future research into new media and online literacies will need to 
be multi-faceted and multi-disciplinary in order to study the dynamism and fluidity 
of people’s engagement with emerging new media forms, which in turn are less 
clearly demarcated and less materially bounded than in the world of print literacy. 
We need to find ways to expand the scope of our research beyond the words, 
symbols, technologies and environments of the new media in order to explore how 
these things are ‘networked’ and how they ‘dynamically interact’ in everyday 
social practice (Gee, 2000, p. 184). Just as the socio-cultural approach to literacy 
suggests that people need to develop a broad repertoire of capabilities appropriate 
to a range of contexts, so too do we as literacy researchers need to develop a more 
3D version of ‘research literacy’ in order to expand our repertoire of capabilities in 
relation to the study of new media and online literacies.  
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